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Abstract 
A twenty question survey was administered to 40 students to ascertain students’ perceptions 
towards songs in the classroom. Six songs were chosen for analysis: three songs with male 
vocals; three with female. The songs were selected based on popularity on Wave-FM (a local 
Tokyo radio station) over the past year. Of the six songs, two were modal pop songs (one male, 
one female), two were tonal pop songs (one male, one female), and two were more rock-oriented 
(one male, one female). Modal and tonal melodies were investigated, as Oura and Hatano (2004) 
demonstrated Japanese students find contemporary tonal melodies easier to remember than 
Japanese modal melodies. These researchers suggest this phenomenon could be due to exposure, 
or lack thereof. The researchers, in the current study, wished to ascertain whether such trends 
could also be transferred to memorability of L2 (second language) songs, making one mode more 
useful for language learning than the other.  In the following preliminary report, results will be 
discussed and analyzed as a preliminary study based on a wider research. 
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The use of music to enhance learning and memory, and its connection to language learning has 
been researched extensively. It is quite clear that music can be a powerful tool. But how to use 
the tool most effectively is still being studied. The authors of this report wish to identify those 
factors which Japanese college students deem most useful to improve language learning. In a 
survey of twelve songs taken from J-Wave contemporary charts and administered to students, it 
was noticed that one song, Live While We’re Young stood out as being popular with all students.  
While another, Girl on Fire, was generally unpopular. In light of such discovery, we decided to 
determine possible factors leading students to view one song favorably and another unfavorably, 
especially in regards to perceived usefulness for language learning. We used a backward design 
approach in which we analyzed several factors for emerging patterns. Then, we attempted to tie 
our results in with previous studies in the same area. 
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There are two main points to take into consideration when choosing a song for the language 
classroom: the characteristics of the song itself; next, the background of the listener. Afterwards, 
it is important to note the interconnection of these two points. To do this, Krashen’s input 
hypothesis can be helpful. His concept of i+1 suggests input should be at a level slightly higher 
than a student’s current one. If a song’s lyrical and musical attributes are too easy for students, 
students will deem a song boring or impractical for language learning. On the other hand, if the 
lyrics and music are too sophisticated for students, the song will challenge students beyond their 
present capacity and they will likely become frustrated and give up. Thus, it would seem the 
challenge for the instructor is to find songs that are a good fit, and that is the primary purpose of 
our present study. 
 
Literature Review 
Krashen first introduced the monitor model theory in the seventies (Krashen, 1977), which in 
essence is another name for i+1.  However, Krashen soon afterward devised other theories 
which can be linked in with songs and language learning, as well. The acquisition hypothesis, 
where input must be meaningful, definitely applies to music (Krashen 1982).  Also the active 
filter hypothesis is relevant: music can be used to create a psychologically conducive 
atmosphere for learning (Krashen 1982, Schoepp, 2001).  
 
Tim Murphey asserts that current American pop music is relevant (1985). The emphasis here is 
on the word “current” He claims “(a song) only has peak relevance when it is being repeatedly 
played on radio stations and is being bought by our students” (ibid.). He further adds that current 
music often represents circumstances our students find themselves in; thus, making it practical 
for the language classroom. Therefore, one factor in choosing a song for language learning is 
relevance. Now, let’s move onto musical taste. 
 
Musical taste can be connected somewhat with gender. Many studies have confirmed this 
(O’neill 1997, Colley 2008). In Colley’s study, she indicates men tend to prefer rock whereas 
women lean towards pop. However, she showed a large variance in preferences suggesting that 
many songs, regardless of genre, may appeal to both genders. Thus, gender alone is insufficient 
in choosing a song. Busch, Lehmann-Wermser, Liermann (2009) note that gender preferences 
develop at an early age and that the gender of the singer also impacts on likeability: boys 
generally prefer male singers, whereas girls are more open. 
 
Additional studies have shown that personality also impacts on musical preferences. Shwartz 
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and Fouts (2003) showed differences, as well as similarities, in personality traits among those 
who preferred heavy music, light music, and those who had varied tastes. This might help us 
identify which themes are most likely to appeal to widest range of students. 
 
Another factor that affects song choice is whether the music has a tonal or modal melody. There 
is some evidence that different types of melodies are memorized differently (Oura & Hatano 
2004); Japanese students who are more familiar with contemporary tonal melodies found these 
easier to remember than traditional modal melodies. Further, students could parse and memorize 
tonal melodies easily; however, modal melodies were much more difficult to parse; even after 
being taught how to parse, melodic memorization did not improve significantly. Consequently, 
where our goal is to learn and remember this could be an important factor in song choice. Be that 
as it may, this element is beyond the scope of this current paper. 
 
Methodology 
Twelve songs were randomly picked from J-Wave radio charts over the past year. J-Wave is 
considered the number one foreign music trend-setting radio station in Japan. A wide variety of 
songs were chosen to make our study more meaningful. Forty freshman English students at a 
national university in Japan were requested to listen to all songs and rate them on several factors. 
Both qualitative and quantitative data was recorded. After data was collected, it was factor 
analyzed for keywords or themes to discover emerging patterns. As it would be too cumbersome 
to analyze data from all forty students presently, six students were randomly selected for this 
study. There was an even balance in personalities and language abilities, as well as a good mix of 
gender: three girls, and three boys. Further, twelve songs would have been impossible to analyze 
within the time constraints on putting this report together. Therefore, six songs were chosen to 
encompass three categories: two melodic pop songs, two pop songs which relied heavily on 
mood, and two pop/pseudo-punk/rock songs. From each of the above three categories, one song 
featured male vocals, and the other was sung by a female. 
 
Analysis 
From here, we will present and analyze the data. Listed below is a table of data listed from the six 
students randomly picked. As some of the data we collected was irrelevant and would have 
complicated the analysis procedure, we decided just to focus on data pertinent to our study. 
Further, instead using students actual names, female students are listed as F1, F2, F3, and male 
students are listed as M1, M2, M3, respectively. 
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The Likert scale used for the quantitative questions in the study is as follows: 
 
For organization and clarity, the sub-factors have been grouped into the following four 
categories: affect/perception; ability/perception; cognition; usefulness for language study. 
Motivation could be considered a fifth category, but as it overlaps other categories, it will be 
included in the final discussion instead of being looked at as a distinct category. 
 
From now, we will examine each song individually based on the four predetermined categories, 
and their sub-factors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Not at all. A little Average Much Very Much 
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Data analysis 
Looking at the cognitive and usefulness data, we notice that one song in particular, Live While 
We’re Young, scored highly for all students. Another, Every Teardrop is a Waterfall, also was 
generally liked, whereas Girl on Fire was disliked by all. The other songs showed a greater 
variance in overall impression. It was also noted that if a song was disliked by a student it also 
scored low on memorability and usefulness. Conversely, just as the overall impression was 
strongly favorable, so was the memorability and perceived usefulness. 
 
Considering the ability perspective component, we notice that vocabulary ability is not overly 
strong for any of the songs, and while song clarity is important, it does not guarantee 
understanding. Furthermore, tempo does not appear to have a major impact on vocabulary. 
Sing-ability was quite variable and didn't necessarily translate to memorability, as the most 
popular song, Live While We’re Young, ranked high on the memorability scale while scoring low 
on the sing-ability scale. 
 
Looking more closely at  the most popular song, Live While We’re Young, we can see that it 
scored particularly high in the cognitive, usefulness, and affect/ perception categories, while not 
so high in the ability perception category. Stance, interest, and mood were all rated highly, yet 
sing-ability and vocabulary were not. The second most memorable song, Every Teardrop is a 
Waterfall, showed similar results. The least popular song, Girl on Fire, scored poorly in every 
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category. 
 
Lastly looking at the affect perception data we can see that mood and interest also show some 
interesting results. Interest generally links to ability and usefulness while mood, can either be 
light or dark, yet still create interest. However a song with a darker mood was more likely to have 
a lower interest score.  
 
Another interesting point that comes out from the data is that the three female singers were 
disliked by the male subjects, while the female subjects didn't seem to show such prejudice 
toward the male singers.  
 
Conclusions and suggestions for further research 
Although this study was limited in sample size, there appears to be some useful information that 
requires further study. Where our goal is to help choose the best song to help our students learn, 
we would want to consider several factors. One thing we notice is that the male vocalists seems 
to have a wider appeal than do female artists. Likewise the subject of the music, as stated by 
Murphey, must be relevant to our students. This is witnessed with such statement “I think same 
as song's message very much (sic)” or “That's how young people feel” for the most popular song. 
Or comments like “This is a love song, I can't relate” and “I don't know singer's feeling (sic)” for 
the unpopular songs. 
 
Another interesting point is that the ability perspective category did not seem to strongly affect 
the perceived usefulness and memorability of a song. The sub categories of vocabulary, clarity, 
tempo, rhythm, and sing-ability all would seem important for memorability and usefulness. 
Perhaps this is an indication that a wide variance is acceptable in these categories, with only 
those songs at the extreme being excluded from usefulness. It is also likely to be affected by the 
level of the student. However, there appears to be a wide range within which to choose a song, 
depending on student’s needs. Thus, more than a one-size-fits-all formula, choosing songs that 
fit the levels and interests of the learners would probably work best, giving us a great 
opportunity for teaching vocabulary, pronunciation and listening. 
 
While we have gotten some idea of what kind of songs are useful for English study, there is more 
research to be done. Our sample size was too small to be conclusive, so a larger study is 
warranted. Furthermore, our study could have included a more extensive analysis. Therefore, we 
recommend further studies in this area in the future. 
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